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"You're young yet. There will be other children," she
said gently.
"Never," whispered the woman after a pause. "Some-
thing's wrong with me. The doctor says I can't have any
more children."
A mouse streaked across the floor. Something snapped
loudly, cleaving the immobility of silence with the invis-
ible lightning of sound. And again could be heard the
rustling of the rain on the roof, rummaging in the thatch
like thin and nervous fingers. And the dreary drip of the
water marking the slow passage of the autumn night	
As the mother drowsed off, she heard heavy steps out-
side, then in the entrance. The door was opened cau-
tiously.
"Are you in bed, Tatyana?" came a man's voice.
"No."
"Is she asleep?"
"I think so."
A light flared up, flickered, and was swallowed by the
darkness. The muzhik came over to the mother's bed and
straightened the coat she had thrown over her feet. She
was touched by his attention, and closed her eyes again
with a smile. Stepan undressed without a word and climbed
up on the bunk. Everything grew quiet.
The mother lay motionless, listening intently to the fluc-
tuations of the dreamy silence, while before her eyes rose
the blood-stained face of Rybin.
There was a stirring up on the bunk.
"See what kind of people go in for this? Elderly peo-
ple who have worked all their lives and drunk their fill
of grief. It's time they were resting, but they do this in-
stead. You're young and clever—oh, Stepan!"
"I've got to think it over first," answered the muzhik
in his deep rich voice.
"I've heard that before."
They were still for a minute and then Stepan went on.
"Here's the way to begin: first talk to the muzhiks sep-
arately— Alexei Makov, for instance. He can read, he's

